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The Similar Complementarity of Othello
by

Maurice Hunt
Baylor University

the argument that the principle of complementarity illuminates Othello is nothing new in Shakespeare studies. Over twenty years ago,
Norman Rabkin, using an analogy from modern physics, described
Shakespeare's characters and motifs as composing complementary wholes.
The following excerpt accurately represents his reading of Othello's character: "He is what he is by virtue of what he is not. And what he is not,
what he excludes from himself, rises quickly to the surface in the person of
Iago. Whatever formulations we make about it, each reader senses the intimacy of the relationship between these mighty opposites, the degree to
which they form halves of a personality that neither possesses in full." 1
When critics write about complementary character relationships in Othello,
they almost always focus on Iago and Othello's diabolical association. Frequently they, like Rabkin, regard the relationship as one of antithesis.
Rabkin' s judgment contains a phrase that figures in the tide of a relatively
recent study by Robert Grudin, Mighty Opposites: Shakespeare and Renaissance Contrariety. 2 Might not Iago and Othello's relationship, as usually
described, more precisely be called one of contrariety? 3
Obviously the notion of complementarity has two dimensions; a
counterpart can be alike or different. Two pieces of wood forming a
complementary whole can either be joined on straight edges (in which case
the pieces are alike, mirror images), or a design can be cut out of one so that .
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the corresponding piece of wood with the pattern protruding dovetails with
the first piece (in which case they are different). Rabkin's and Grudin's
studies are alternately about both complementarity and contrariety. In this
essay, I wish to be more precise in applying the principle of complementarity
to Othello; thus I employ the phrases similar complementarity and contrary
complementarity to analyze relationships between characters of Othello who
are respectively alike and different. This more finely tuned analysis yields
some surprising similarities between not only Othello and Desdemona but
Iago and Emilia and Desdemona and Bianca as well. A study of Othello
reveals Shakespeare's consistent vision of a similar complementarity, rather
than contrary complementarity, informing the worlds of Venice and Cyprus,
a vision that, once described, highlights some unremarked aspects of individual characterizations making up twinned wholes.
The source of the idea that Othello and Desdemona do not (and cannot)
form a complementary whole is Brabantio and Iago's notion of decorous
nature. In this tragedy, Shakespeare puts in the mouth of his villain the
assumption that nature loves a balance. "If the [beam] of our lives had not
one scale of reason to poise another of sensuality," Iago tells Roderigo, "the
blood and baseness of our natures would conduct us to most prepost' rous
conclusions. But we have reason to cool our raging motions, our carnal
stings, [our] unbitted lusts" (r.3.326-31). 4 No character in the play, however, clearly illustrates the validity of Iago's positivism; the blood of Iago
(his desire for revenge) clouds his reason and sweeps even him to a preposterous conclusion - easy discovery by an unwitting, unreliable accomplice,
Emilia. Nonetheless, it is mainly on grounds of natural decorum that Iago
publicly objects to Othello and Desdemona's marriage. In his view, the
union constitutes a natural aberration:
as (to be bold with you)
Not to affect many proposed matches
Of her own clime, complexion, and degree,
Whereto we see in all things nature tends Foh, one may smell in such, a will most rank,
Foul disproportions, thoughts unnatural.
(3.3.227-33)

During his duping of Roderigo, Iago refers to the qualities "which the
Moor is defective in" - "loveliness in favor, sympathy in years, manners,
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and beauties" (2.1.229-31); again, Iago regards Desdemona's choice as
naturally indecorous: "Now for want of these requir'd conveniences, her
delicate tenderness will find itself abus' d, begin to heave the gorge, disrelish
and abhor the Moor; very nature will instruct her in it and compel her to
some second choice" (2.1.231-35).5 Clearly Iago cannot conceive of a healthy
complementarity in Desdemona and Othello's relationship; in his statements, nature strives for and indeed represents proportion, decorum, and
likeness - the highly prized values of the Italian Renaissance. 6
The poetic imagery of fire and water by which Shakespeare symbolizes
Desdemona and Othello's union supports Iago's idea of their banding's
unnaturalness. Throughout the play, fire is Othello's element. Cassio, for
example, prays that Othello might "give renew'd fire to our extincted
spirits" (2.1.81). "I should make very forges of my cheeks," Othello later
snarls at Desdemona, "That would to cinders burn up modesty, / Did I but
speak thy deeds" (4.2.74-76). When Othello maintains that Desdemona
"was false as water" and Emilia claims "Thou art rash as fire to say / That
she was false" (5.2.134-35), the two contrary elements are brought into close
proximity. Elsewhere, Desdemona is consistently linked with water, primarily the displaced tears that semiotically become her speech. "I cannot
weep, nor answers have I none," she says, "But what should go by water"
(4.2.103-4) . Chiefly the answers that go by water in Desdemona's case
occur during her willow song:
The fresh streams ran by her, and murmur'd her moans,
Sing willow, willow, willow;
Her salt tears fell from her, and soft'ned the stones.7
(4.3.44-46)

As objective correlatives for her tears, the liquid, "murmur'd" complaint softens auditors' hearts, eliciting compassion for the victim of an
inflamed husband. In its elemental contrariety, the conflict of fire and
water figured in Othello and Desdemona's relationship assumes Empedoclean overtones. 8
Allusions to the old antagonism between Mars and _Yenus reinforce
the elemental conflict of Othello and Desdemona symbolized by fire and
water. 9 Protesting that Desdemona will not distract him from addressing
the political emergency in Cyprus, Othello swears,
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No, when light-wing'd toys
Of feather' d Cupid seel with wanton dullness
My speculative and offic'd [instruments],
That my disports corrupt and taint my business,
Let housewives make a skillet of my helm,
And all indign and base adversities
Make head against my estimation!

Nonetheless, Venus's triumph over Mars and his warlike function can
be heard in Cassia's allusion to Desdemona as "our great captain's captain"
(2.r.74) as well as in the uncomfortable transposition of terms detected in
husband and wife's greetings in Cyprus: 10

0th.

0 my fair warrior!

Des.

My dear Othello!
(2.I.I82)

Admittedly, Othello's term signifies his admiration for Desdemona's
courage during the sea tempest; yet heard in proximity to her epithet "dear,"
his adjective also causes the auditor to wonder whether Cassio' s suggestion
of a revolution of roles is coming true.
Through mythological allusion and poetic imagery, Shakespeare thus
seemingly corroborates Iago's opinion of Desdemona and Othello's natural antipathy. And yet, this contrariety is not an inherent, necessarily destructive quality of their relationship. Under Iago's influence, Othello, as
we shall see, tragically fabricates a lethal antagonism. Early in the play,
Shakespeare intimates that theatergoers might expect the transformation
of elemental strife into harmony, into the recurring metamorphosis of the
Empedoclean worldview. Elemental conflict occurs in Othello on a massive
scale in the sea storm scattering ships off Cyprus. "The wind-shak' d surge,
with high and monstrous mane," according to 2. Gentleman, "Seems to cast
water on the burning Bear, / And quench the guards of th' ever-fixed Pole"
(2.r.13-15). In this instance, the elemental conflict of fire and water is called
a "molestation" (2.r.16) - the word conveying in its overtones of "abuse"
the destructiveness of the scene. Still, this war that appears a conflict concludes in a blending. Montano advises those safe on shore "to throw out
our eyes for brave Othello, / Even till we make the main and th' aerial blue/ An
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indistinct regard" (2.1.38-40). On the abstract level of poetic symbolism,
such imagery constitutes evidence that a natural harmony can supersede
elemental strife. Considered in retrospect, the meteorological dialogue gives
Shakespeare's audience a perspective upon Desdemona and Othello's union.
Desdemona and Othello's similar complementarity is deceptively
complex. Initially, Desdemona presents herself as a woman of proportion
in her balanced view of her obligations to men:
My noble father,
I do perceive here a divided duty:
To you I am bound for life and education;
My life and education both do learn me
How to respect you; you are the lord of duty;
I am hitherto your daughter. But here's my husband;
And so much duty as my mother show' d
To you, preferring you before her father,
So much I challenge that I may profess
Due to the Moor, my lord.

However, if socially balanced Desdemona were the absolutely perfect
woman of her father Brabantio's fantasy (1.3.99-103), she would be selfsufficient and have no need of Othello's love and approval. As a young
woman, Desdemona has distinct longings. But for what?
That black Othello represents Desdemona's unnatural opposite is the
burden ofBrabantio' s complaint; according to her father, the "wealthy curled
darlings" of Venice ought to have naturally attracted Desdemona. As it
was, she ran to "the sooty bosom" of"such a thing" as Othello (1.2.68-71). 11
It is worth noting that Brabantio memorably expresses the idea that
Desdemona's union with Othello is unnatural. 12 That the opinion of a senex
iratus dramatically circumscribed in almost every respect proves mistaken
should not be surprising. In Brabantio's words, Desdemona is
a maiden, never bold;
Of spirit so still and quiet that her motion
Blush' d at herself; and she, in spite of nature,
Of years, of country, credit, everything,
To fall in love with what she fear' d to look on!
(1.3.94-98)
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It would be easy, especially in light of Othello's account of his wooing
of Desdemona, to conclude that she fell in love with a compensating version of her animus, the unfulfilled masculine part of her Venetian self. 13
While basically correct, this conclusion proves misleading in its assertion of
contrariety. Bored, insulated, hypercultivated, Desdemona and Brabantio
initially like Othello for the stirring tales of adventure with which he fills
their placid lives (1.3.128-70). 14 "These things to hear/ Would Desdemona
seriously incline" (1.3.145-46):
She swore, in faith 'twas strange, 'twas passing strange;
'Twas pitiful, 'twas wondrous pitiful.
She wish' d she had not heard it, yet she wish' d
That heaven had made her such a man.

The final verse of this speech suggests that Desdemona finds in Othello
the objective correlative of her buried self - the aggressive, adventuresome
spirit smothered by Venetian social conditioning of the passive lady.
Desdemona's wish to accompany her husband to primitive, politically
volatile Cyprus testifies to her unsatisfied thirst for adventure. In Othello's
formulation, "she lov' d me for the dangers I had pass' d, / And I lov' d her
that she did pity them" (1.3.167-68). Considered from his viewpoint,
Desdemona provides the self-compassion that his masculine nature resists
admitting. In this respect, she supplies the tender feeling stereotypically
associated with the feminine. Desdemona realizes a dwarfed part of her
lover's soul. In this sense, Desdemona and Othello form a mutually nourishing complementary whole. 15 Such a whole is essentially one of likeness,
the likeness of a stunted opposite sex within Desdemona and Othello finding
a more fully articulated complement within the beloved. Just as it does in
All's Well, the nature that welds unlike likes joins the married lovers of

Othello.
At basis, Desdemona and Othello's relationship is one of similar (as
opposed to contrary) complementarity. The likenesses between the two
lovers run deep. Both Othello and Desdemona speak a hymn to intellectual
beauty. "I saw Othello's visage in his mind, " she reports, "And to his honors
and his valiant parts/ Did I my soul and fortunes consecrate" (1.3.252-54).
Desdemona admires the intellectual courage and constancy by means of
which Othello survived his harrowing adventures. In turn, his love for her
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finds its source in intellectual admiration, as his unfeigned disclaimer of
carnal desire reveals. Concerning her request to accompany him to Cyprus,
Othello exclaims,
I therefore beg it not
To please the palate of my appetite,
Nor to comply with heat (the young affects
In me defunct) and proper satisfaction;
But to be free and bounteous to her mind.
(r.3.261-65)
The unbound alien, the extravagant stranger, Othello, unlike a cloistered Venetian, understands the value of freedom. Closely restricted within
a paternalistic, overly conventionalized society, Desdemona responds to
Othello's quality oflived freedom; 16 Othello, in Iago's words, "is of a free
and open nature,/ That thinks men honest that but seem to be so" (r.3 .399400). In this respect, he is Desdemona's complement not so much as the
contrary half of a natural whole but as the similar counterpart.
In truth, Othello and Desdemona share many traits: both are absolutists. Desdemona cannot bring herself to say "whore" - "It does abhor me
now I speak the word" (4-2.161-62). "It is the cause, it is the cause, my soul,"
Othello later asserts, "Let me not name it to you, you chaste stars, I It is the
cause" (5.2.1-3). Neither character's absolute idealism permits him or her
to entertain or even articulate the knowledge of vice. 17 Regarded in this
context, Desdemona and Emilia's dialogue about whether a woman's trespass justifies winning a world clarifies Desdemona's and Othello's absolutism. As analogous action, the dialogue obliquely comments upon Othello's
prospect of gaining or losing a world of self-respect by the "trespass" of
murdering his wife. Emilia counters Desdemona, "Why, the wrong is but a
wrong i' th' world; and having the world for your labor, 'tis a wrong in
your own world, and you might quickly make it right" (4.3.80-82). Emilia's
casuistry focuses Othello's, especially when he believes that his absolutist
imagination will be able to remake the world to rectify Desdemona's absence.
Desdemona, however, in her virtue cannot conceive of such rationalizing.
Husband's and wife's responses to the question differ, yet dictating each is
an absolutism more powerful than a world.
Nevertheless, Desdemona's and Othello's absolutism cannot mask their
complementary capacities for human deceit. She misleads her father,
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Brabantio, to the degree that he attributes Othello's romantic success to
sorcery, and she beguiles Othello when she praises Cassio in hopes to see
him reinstated in his office. Her lie about possessing the handkerchief, while
certainly excusable as a nervous reaction to Othello's excited statements
about its extreme value, is still a falsehood. Othello, on the other hand,
beguiled Desdemona so that she was vulnerable to his wooing. Having
noticed her eagerness to hear his life story, Othello (in his own words)
Took once a pliant hour, and found good means
To draw from her a prayer of earnest heart
That I would all my pilgrimage dilate,
Whereof by parcels she had something heard,
But not [intentively]. I did consent,
And often did beguile her of her tears,
When I did speak of some distressful stroke
That my youth suffer' d.

Clearly the message comes through that Othello practiced upon unsuspecting Desdemona. Evidently the Moor is not quite as naive as Iago
1magmes.
Finally, Desdemona and Othello's complementarity explains the paradoxical sense in which she and he merge at the moment of her death. Her
assertion, "A guiltless death I die" (5.2.122), prompts Emilia to ask, "O, who
hath done this deed?" (5.2.123). Shakespeare's widespread symbolic use of
characters' initials for their names causes the playgoer to realize in this scene
that Emilia, by her exclamation "O," has ironically incl~ded the abbreviated answer to her question in the form itself of that question. "Nobody; I
myself. Farewell!" (5.2.124), Desdemona enigmatically replies before dying
seconds later. Beginning and ending with the cipher "O," Othello's name
identifies him as "Nobody" - the counterpart of the answer "O" in Emilia's
question "O, who hath done this deed?" "Thou art an O without a figure,"
Lear's fool tells him; "I am better than thou art now, I am a Fool, thou art
nothing" (Lear 1-4-192-94). As a cultural alien, Othello, regarded from a
Venetian viewpoint, has always been Nobody. Likewise, once Desdemona
loses familial and then conjugal identities, she too qualifies as Nobody. 19
In this respect, her phrase "I myself' becomes in her reply an appositive for
Nobody. Desdemona and Othello's virtually coincidental complementarity

I08

OTHELLO

thus becomes apparent in the simultaneous reference of Desdemona's
"Nobody" to both herself and Othello. So much does she love him that, in
her mind, husband and wife (one flesh) merge indissolubly in her death. 20
Rosalind King has remarked that, when dying Othello lies across Desdemona, kissing her, their bodies make visible the image of "'the beast with
two backs,' the image of perfect love in Iago's conversation with Brabantio
in the opening scene." 21 While "perfect" may be too strong an adjective for
the affection conveyed by Iago's startling metaphor, the emblematic tableau
reminds the playgoer of the Aristophanic motive of love - the intense desire
of two creatures to reincorporate. 22
In summary, Desdemona and Othello's union mainly illustrates the
complementarity of two likes merging (rather than that of two opposites
dovetailed). Othello's tragic error involves a mistaken idea of his and
Desdemona's complementarity. He unfortunately assumes that he represents Desdemona's contrary complement:
Haply, for I am black,
And have not those soft parts of conversation
That chamberers have, or for I am declin' d
Into the vale of years (yet that's not much),
She's gone. I am abus' d, and my relief
Must be to loathe her.

While generally associated with Brabantio and Iago, the idea that
Desdemona's match with Othello shows "nature erring from itself' is voiced
by the Moor himself (3.3.227). In fact, both Irving Rihner and John
Holloway, among other commentators on the play, identify this pronouncement of Othello's as the turning point in the temptation scene; the Moor's
faulty idea of married complementarity fatally delivers him to Iago. 23 Sadly,
Othello behaves toward Desdemona in such a way that he makes his belief
in nature's contrary magnetism a tragic reality. Unaware that he is Desdemona's like in a complex, not easily knowable sense, Othello resists
reinstating Desdemona's Cassio, chiefly because in his mind the Florentine
exemplifies his superficial notion that nature welds together physically similar
creatures. For Othello, Cassio and Desdemona's bonding, heard in his wife's
incessant talk about the cashiered officer, appears to confirm the very assump- .
tion about similar complementarity that he adopted under Iago's tutelage.
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As the imagined binding of Cassio and Desdemona into a complementary
whole occurs, Othello progressively weds himself to Iago.
Othello's response to Iago's first sustained attempt to divorce him from
his wife is the spontaneous utterance "I am bound to thee for ever" (3.3.213).
This pregnant remark follows Iago's magnifying of Desdemona's deceit in
misleading her father so completely that Brabantio believes that Othello's
love is witchcraft. Iago and Othello's complementarity has been much analyzed, with identified shared traits ranging from both characters' rhetorical
manipulation of others through their need to destroy an object that they
cannot absolutely possess to their mutual participation in the trope "I am
not what I am." 24 In Robert Heilman's words, Iago and Othello share "a
histrionic bent, an inadequate selfhood that crops up in self-pity and an eye
for slights and injuries, an uncriticized instinct to soothe one's own feelings
by punishing others (with an air of moral propriety)," and "an incapacity
for love that is the other side of self-love. "25 The difference between the two
characters' enactments of these and other traits, however, cannot obscure
their essentially similar complementarity.
The following paragraphs are not intended to reflect an exhaustive list
of Iago and Othello's common traits. Instead, they compose a highly selective account of similarities that sheds light on other, mainly unremarked
complementary relationships in the play. In the first place, Iago shares
Othello's vulnerability to the green-eyed monster jealousy, believing
pathologically that both Othello and Cassio have committed adult~ry with
Emilia (1.1.295-307, 1.3.386-88). In fact, one could argue that both Iago
and Othello feel closer bonds with men than with women. Despite critical
objections to the contrary, Iago's graphic description of Cassio' s erotic behavior when the two soldiers lay together has homosexual overtones (3.3.41326). 26 The Moor and h1s ensign are bound through a mutual love. "If thou
dost love me/ Show me thy thought" (3 .3.n5-16), Othello commands; "My
lord, you know I love you" (3.3.n6), Iago replies. Pardy because of this love
bonding with his alter ego, Othello's affection for Desdemona converts to
hatred:
Look here, Iago,
All my fond love thus do I blow to heaven.
'Tis gone.
Arise, black vengeance, from the hollow hell!
(3.3.444-47)
IIO
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Othello's conversion of affection proves easy because at basis the Moor
and Iago share the same view of women. Even as Emilia complains that she
is "nothing but to please [Iago's] fantasy" (3.3.299), so Desdemona is essentially nothing in the remaking of her image in Othello's disturbed imagination. Having thrown off Desdemona, Othello, in a blasphemous parody of
a wedding, takes Iago as "wife" (3.3.460-69). 27 After they kneel together and
proclaim a sacred vow, Othello to heaven and Iago to Othello's service,
they arise and Othello exclaims, "I greet thy love" (3.3.469). 28 "I am your
own for ever" (3.3.480), Iago in turn pledges, hearing moreover that he now
fills the office of Othello's lieutenant.
Iago shifts himself and adopts several masks to become Othello, to
join with the man he would destroy. In ruining Othello, he - by the
logic of this symbolism - necessarily obliterates himself, perhaps (on the
level of naturalistic character) as the consciously unknown but selfwilled penalty for erasing the man tempting him to homosexuality. In
order to destroy the part of himself that feels forbidden desire, Iago
eclipses the whole self; like anyone who would literally pluck out the
artwork of Desdemona's handkerchief, Iago cannot take out a part of
himself without destroying the entire fabric. In any case, Iago's instability
of character provides one explanation for his perplexing silence at play' s
end when Lodovico and Gratiano command him to speak concerning his
motives and the tragedy before them. Nothing will verbally come of
nothing. 29
Actually, however, Iago's complementarity most involves his wife,
Emilia. It, too, possesses a basically similar rather than contrary nature. It is
significant that the discovery oflago' s evil should involve his status as husband. When Othello reveals to Emilia that Iago claims awareness of Cassio
and Desdemona's supposed adultery, he designates him not by name but
by his marital role:

Emil.
0th.

Cassio did top her; ask thy husband else.
0, I were damn' d beneath all depth in hell
But that I did proceed upon just grounds
To this extremity. Thy husband knew it all.
My husband?
Thy husband.
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"When Emilia, thunderstruck, twice repeats the question "My husband?"
(5.2.146, 148), exasperated, Othello exclaims,

Emil
0th.

"What needs this iterance, woman? I say thy husband.
O mistress, villainy hath made mocks with love!
My husband say she was false?
He, woman:
I say thy husband; dost understand the word?
My friend, thy husband, honest, honest Iago.
(5.2.149-54)

By construing the discovery of Iago's villainy in this manner, Shakespeare focuses upon Iago's husbandness as the key to revelation. Invariably
a shock reminds theater audiences that the emotional and social isolation
of fiendlike Iago is only apparent. This character, who has appeared so
solitary in his pursuit of evil that he becomes the devil in many minds
(including Othello's momentarily), is sufficiently human to be dependent,
to need another to either remedy or provide consolation for the lonely
human condition. Strangely, Iago, at some point in his life, sought the
comfort and companionship of a wife. By making Iago's husbandness the
key to his personal overthrow, Shakespeare suggests that Iago's vulnerability to justice derives from his human need for basic complementarity. In
taking a wife, Iago complemented his male imperfection but made himself
susceptible to the thwarting of personal schemes by his shared flesh. Iago's
tragedy is one of complementarity, in this case that the villain needed a
complement - one sufficiently moral that she betrays him. Interestingly,
Shakespeare gives us a case of one part of a complementary whole (the
better half) destroying the worser, blamable member. In its dynamics, Iago
and Emilia's complementarity reverses the direction of Othello and Desdemona's.
That Iago's innate distrust of the power of unaided goodness should
urge him to involve his ultimately betraying mate in his plot is poetically
just. Not trusting Desdemona's goodness alone to move her to plead Cassio's
cause with Othello, Iago employs another, less ideal spur: "My wife must
move for Cassio to her mistress - / I'll set her on - "(2.3.383-84). Emilia's
remark when she retrieves Desdemona's handkerchief - "My wayward
husband hath a hundred times/ Woo'd me to steal it" (3.3.292-93)- reveals
that Iago for some time has felt that Emilia is essential to the success of his
II2
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malicious schemes, even when they were unformed in his mind. Iago has
not thought through how he might keep the knowledge of his plotting' s
motive and end from a radically involved accomplice. Naively Iago assumes
that he can keep potentially self-destructive information from his intimate
self; it is as though he believes that one part of his mind can keep knowledge secret from another part of the self. Man and wife are, after all, one
flesh - a fact whose tragic violation was fully explored in Hamlet. Furthermore, the relationship of Macbeth and Lady Macbeth will demonstrate the
foolishness oflago's assumption; they, to their mutual ruin, interact in the
creation and execution of a crime so that they seem one vicious self.
At this point, it is worth repeating that Iago's motive for wanting to
ruin Othello and Cassio includes his strong suspicion that they have
committed adultery with Emilia. While chis motive may be explained as
the disguised homosexual fantasy of imagining a desirable male in coitus,
the suspicion equally fixates upon the wife. What accounts for Iago's attraction to Emilia? During his witty repartee with Desdemona on the quay in
Cyprus, Iago stereotypes women as tormenting, self-willed shrews, indolent in housework and ever ready for sex (2.1.109-66). After classifying wives
according to "old fond paradoxes" (2.1.138), Iago, under Desdemona's
challenge, strives to depict the good woman (2.1.148-60). His hypothetical
portrait, composed of contrary traits harmonized into temperate behavior,
concludes in the satirical bathos of "She was a wight (if ever such [wight]
were) - .... To suckle fools and chronicle small beer" (2.1.158-60) . 30
Punning upon Desdemona's oft-mentioned alabaster whiteness of skin,
Iago's word "wight" / "white" appears to be a mildly hostile jab at his interlocutor. "O most lame and impotent conclusion!" (2.1.161), Desdemona
justly retorts, perhaps with her word "impotent" unknowingly touching
upon a physical cause of Iago's disturbed sexuality. Iago's possible impotence might explain his inability to make a good woman and consequently
his rationale for imagining that those he cannot satisfy are all bad ones.
Shakespeare carefully indicates chat Iago cannot conceive of a good woman,
or - if he dimly can - chat for him her virtue consists of stereotypical,
household roles. While Emilia does not fit Iago's unflattering cliche of
woman, she is rather coarse, as her corresponding sexual stereotypes of men
and her salty wit-play with Desdemona suggest. A tendency to stereotype
reality to confirm certain cynical prejudices may explain Emilia's original
allure for Iago.
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In addition to a shared tendency to stereotype the world, a sense of
injured merit binds Iago and Emilia together once they are married. This
feeling of being cheated may account for the genuine willingness Emilia
expresses to compromise her married chastity for material gain. Like Iago,
she appears inclined during her fantasy debate with Desdemona to justify
morally questionable means by the materialistic or self-serving ends obtained
thereby. 31 Iago's feeling of humiliation at remaining Othello's ensign while
Cassio ascends to the coveted lieutenancy scarcely needs remarking. Similarly, Emilia's portrayal of the wife as Jew (4.3.87-103) reveals her profound
resentment over women's abjection by stereotyping, double-standard men. 32
Her later readiness to betray her husband's confidence may spring from a
bitter feeling of persecution, "Say that they ... break out in peevish jealousies, I Throwing restraint upon us ... Yet have we some revenge" (4.3.8793). The playgoer assumes that her last-act revenge proceeds from painful
restraints suffered under Iago's sexual tyranny. In essence, her betrayal of
her husband gives tragic meaning to the truth first articulated in Measure for
Measure - that the excesses of liberty and restraint eventually convert to
their opposite (Meas. 1.2.125-28). Thus long-repressed Emilia finally speaks
"as liberal as the north" (5.2.220). Because mutual stereotyping of role in
marriage obliterates the individuality that a partner prizes in him- or herself, at length husband or wife denies the false likeness of an imposed cliche
by rebelling against the stereotype and so becoming different. Emilia's late
truth-speaking is such a difference; her ringing, unequivocal words break
forever Iago's image of her as a mildly troublesome nag.
For some time, Emilia has worked to erode Iago's cliche of her as subservient shrew. Her instinctive assumption that "some eternal villain,/ Some
busy and insinuating rogue, / Some cogging, cozening slave, to get some
office,/ [has] ... devis'd this slander" of Desdemona is wonderfully accurate (4.2.130-33). Iago's nervous attempts to silence his wife prove futile;
she erupts again in calling the supposed corrupter "some base notorious
knave, some scurvy fellow" (4.2.140). His command that Emilia "speak
within door" (4.2.144) goes unheeded as his wife a third time depicts the
unknown practicer upon Desdemona's honor. Obviously Emilia's bold and
unfettered truth-speaking contrasts with Iago's lies and final silence. In act 4, her
speech shatters Iago's earlier image of her as the partly comical shrew. After
Cassio gallantly kisses Emilia as he disembarks in Cyprus, Iago says,
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Sir, would she give you so much of her lips
As of her tongue she oft bestows on me,
You would have enough.
Emilia anticipates the character of bold-speaking Paulina in The
Winter's Tale; both women homeopathically punish erring males who have
abused words. In each play, we feel that a truthful speaker justly torments
an equally assertive corrupter of speech. Quite simply, Iago's stereotype of
the henpecking wife acquires in Emilia's rebellion a nonstereotypical identity
that leads unexpectedly to his own undoing. When Emilia bravely shifts
her loyalty to Desdemona, Iago's cliche comes alive in a terrifying way chat
he could never have imagined. "So come my soul to bliss, as I speak true,"
Emilia pronounces in her final speech; "So speaking as I think, alas, I die"
(5.2.250-51). When Emilia chooses to destroy her slavish marriage and her
husband through a few words, Iago mistakenly regards her eruption as the
fulfillment of his stereotype of the logorrheic wife.
Significantly, one of Iago's last addresses to Emilia communicates not
only his debased view of womankind but also the very idea of Desdemona
that he has planted in Othello's mind. "Villainous whore! " (5.2.229) Iago
labels Emilia as she begins to confess that the handkerchief to which Othello
alludes is the one she found by chance and gave to her husband. Iago's
epithet thus represents a trapped villain's desperate attempt to discredit
true testimony by stereotyping the speaker as the kind of woman given by
trade to lie in two senses of the word. Ironically, Iago's and Othello's views
of woman coincide at this moment. Iago's pathological suspicion that Emilia
has committed adultery with Othello and Cassio has suggested chis epithet. Nevertheless, while Desdemona's truthful protest and denial could
not penetrate Othello's notion that she was a villainous whore, Emilia's
truth-speaking triumphs over Iago's attempts to recharacterize and dismiss
it. Linguistically, her candor exonerates Desdemona's failure to survive a
slanderous stereotype. The mere fact that Iago feels compelled to coin the
epithet "Villainous whore!" signals his defeat and his likeness to his victim;
he feels forced to speak the personally ruinous words that he has labored to
evoke from Othello's mouth.
Iago's choice of victim during the play' s catastrophe reveals his deepest
complementarity. When Othello runs at Iago only to be disarmed by
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Montano, Iago kills Emilia rather than the Moor. Considered in light of
his repeated confessions of hatred for Othello, his choice is surprising. His
stabbing of Emilia suggests that his most profound animosity is reserved
for woman. His act self-destructively reduces him to the level of and equates
him with Othello. Both men have become wife killers, Iago's act signifying
an ironic identification through crime with the character over whom he
would triumph.
And what of Othello? What precipitates his killing of his wife,
Desdemona? Analysis of the complementarity of Bianca and Desdemona
discovers the answer to this latter question.3 4 Their similar complementarity
accentuates the imperfect Desdemona that the absolutist Othello cannot
accept. Focusing Cassio' sand Othello's similar stereotypic views of women
clarifies the basis of the Moor's nonacceptance. 35 Cassio's idea of woman is
double - she is either perfect or whorish. His rhapsodic opinion that Venuslike Desdemona "paragons description and wild fame," transcending "the
quirks of blazoning pens," strikes many critics as excessive. 36 "Poor caitiff,"
"poor rogue, " "a customer, " a mon k ey, " t h e b au bl e, " " anoth er fi tc h ew" these are some of Cassio's demeaning labels for Bianca as he jokes with
Iago about her dotage upon him (4.1.108-47). That Bianca is a prostitute is
clear from Iago's depiction of her as a "huswife that by selling her desires/
Buys herself bread and clothes" (4.1.94-95).37 Cassio's generally tense, patronizing manner of speaking to Bianca contrasts sharply with his effusive,
worshipping address to Desdemona. And yet alone with Bianca, out of
earshot of men who he imagines would think less of him if he did not speak
roughly to his whore, Cassio says, "How is't with you, my most fair Bianca?
/ [!'faith], sweet love, I was coming to your house" (3.4.170-71). When she
jealously refuses to agree to make a copy of another woman's handkerchief,
Cassio's tone changes, becoming less sensitive and more peremptory. The'
reason for the shift in tone appears in his fear of how his male colleagues
will judge him for his tender feelings for a whore:3 8

·cas.
Bian.
Cas.

Take it, and do't, and leave me for this time.
Leave you? Wherefore?
I do attend here on the general,
And think it no addition, nor my wish,
To have him see me woman' d.
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Cassio' s double view of Bianca duplicates his broader, bifurcated attitude
toward womankind. 3 9
The complementarity of Cassio's prostitute and goddess mirrors
Othello's split idea of Desdemona. The "white" whore Bianca reflects the
mix of purity and sluttishness that Othello imagines making up white
Desdemona. That Othello considers Desdemona a whore is apparent at
several moments, most notably in his re-creation of his house as a brothel
(4.2) and in his final judgment upon her - "She turn' d to folly, and she was
a whore" (5.2.132). 40 The connection between whiteness and whorishness what Bianca paradoxically incarnates in her tender feeling for Cassio and
her trade - becomes explicit in Othello's rhetorical question concerning
Desdemona: "Was this fair paper, this most goodly book, I Made to write
'whore' upon?" (4.2.71-72). The implication of whiteness, with all its
connotations of perfection, in Othello's phrase "fair paper," scarcely needs
remarking. Rather than an actual linking like that of Iago and Othello or
Emilia and Iago, Venetian wife and Cyprian whore attain a symbolic
complementarity in the play's unfolding action.
This symbolic complementarity underscores both women's refined love
for their men. In the play, that love labors against the prejudice that it is
only lust. Othello and Iago link Bianca and Desdemona by thinking of
them both as Cassio's mistress. In each case, whiteness (Desdemona's alabaster hue / Bianca's name) joins with white Cassio; the Moor and his
ensign think of both women as the Florentine' s complement - Desdemona
similarly so and Bianca contrarily so. Ironically, the quality of Bianca's love
for Cassio approaches that of Desdemona for her lord. At one point Bianca
tellingly maintains, "I am no strumpet, but of life as honest / As you that
thus abuse me" (5,1.122-23) . "As I?" Emilia indignantly replies; "[Pough,]
fie upon thee!" (5.u23). To the degree that Emilia views marriage as a latent commercial bargain in which a wife looks for ways to sell herself to
increase the couple's material status, the argument goes to Bianca. She is
no strumpet in her love for Cassio. Like Desdemona with regard to Othello,
Bianca apparently loves Cassio' s person rather than his social position or
the material riches that her love might bring. In this respect, both women's
love appears to be a relatively boundless quality, contrasting with the quantitative affection informing Emilia's idea of purchasing between the sexes. 4 1
The degree of complementarity between Bianca and Desdemona exceeds that suggested above. Bianca's very whiteness indicts her as regards
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Cassio' s stabbing. "What? look you pale?" Iago insidiously asks as bleeding
Cassio and Roderigo are carried off stage:
Stay you, good gentlemen. - Look you pale, mistress? Do you perceive the gastness of her eye? Nay, [an'] you stare, we shall hear more anon. Behold her well; I pray you look upon her.
Do you see, gentlemen? Nay, guiltiness will speak,
Though tongues were out of use.

By Iago's account, Bianca's distinctive whiteness (her paleness of skin)
becomes the physical trait implicating her in a crime against Cassio. Likewise, Desdemona's figurative whiteness, her innocence and tenderhearted- ·
ness over Cassio' s loss, becomes the very means by which Othello confirms
his jealous suspicions. Othello regards Desdemona's "speaking" tears over
Cassie's misfortune as proof that Cassie's whore weeps for him (5.2.77). Both
Iago and Othello deny Bianca and Desdemona the right of normal speech,
twisting the women's whitenesses into a kind of damning semiotic language. Tragically, the complementarity of Desdemona and Bianca clarifies
the real and imagined traits of the heroine that hasten her death.
The analysis of similiar complementarity in Othello would not be complete without the description of a final combination of the characters of
Othello and Iago, a union that places Shakespeare's achievement in this
tragedy within the context of a larger English Renaissance interest in contrary complementarity. Almost certainly the discordia concors of Queen
Elizabeth's royal role and feminine personality sparked the interest of writers, such as Sidney and Spenser, in fusing literary character out of contrary
complementary halves. Paradoxically, the virgin queen exercised political
power with a ruthlessness and a stereotypically masculine aggression seldom seen since the reign of her famous father. Sidney's, Spenser's, and
Shakespeare's literary images of female warriors and heroines in male attire
reprise a paradox at the heart of English culture. More often than not, the
contrariety of character traits resists complete aesthetic fusion. In Arcadia,
Pyrodes' transformation into the Amazon Zelmane feels uncomfortable to
him; only foolish Basilius and irrational Gynecia are taken in by it. For
Shakespeare's Julia, Rosalind, Viola, and Imogen, male disguise is either a
regrettable expedient for self-protection while traveling or an alien persona
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that, while educational, soon proves irksome and unnatural - even counterproductive to further learning. The death of Elizabeth and accession of
James I in 1603 did not noticeably affect Shakespeare's penchant for contrary complementarity. The contrary complementarity of Coriolanus's and
Aufidius' s characters, the one unbending, imperious and the other a practicer of policy, comments upon the self-destructive potential of James's
public attempt to merge a Roman imperial style with the Machiavellianism
of a Renaissance ruler. 42 The endopsychic drama of "Roman" Othello constant, stoical, courageous, and also naive - and the Machiavel Iago might
also seem to comment upon the paradox of James's self-fashioning were
not Shakespeare's characters essentially similar complements. 43 At basis, in
Othello Shakespeare depicts the modern, the forward-looking truth that
what potentially destroys us is our like, our alter ego and mirror image.
In conclusion, this essay has clarified the specific kind of complementarity informing Othello, in the process distinguishing it from the
different types of contrariety that play off one character or motif against
another in other Shakespearean plays. Similar complementarity, especially
in relationships like the marriage oflago and Emilia, becomes a method of
dramatic shorthand for Shakespeare, allowing him not only to highlight
shared traits of personality but also to suggest the complex forces that unite
characters. At other moments, like that in which playgoers grasp the similarity of Othello's and Desdemona's absolute idealism, complementarity
identifies a character trait that hastens or compounds personal tragedy when
it is paired with its likeness. At still other moments, like that in which a
resemblance is perceived between Desdemona's and Bianca's whitenesses,
a quality that figures in the ruin of the nobler member of a pair of characters loses its paradoxical status, primarily because it is shared with a character
generally regarded, at least to some degree, as less refined. Contrariety does
not lend itself to these kinds of meaning, a fact that may suggest the reason
for Shakespeare's widespread use of similar complementarity in the especially
demanding mode of high tragedy. In that mode, a method that implies
much, leaving dramatic space and time for complicating dialogue and soliloquy, is to be prized. The fact that Grudin's study of contrariety in
Shakespeare's plays focuses on the comedies and later tragedies, such as
Coriolanus, supports this speculation. Whatever the case, Othello gains both
a more complex unity and added richness of character when playgoers become aware of its interrelated similar complementarities.
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Norman Rabkin, Shakespeare and the Common Understanding (New York:
Macmillan, 1967), 67.
2. Robert Grudin, Mighty Opposites: Shakespeare and Renaissance Contrariety
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1979). Surprisingly, Grudin omits a discussion of Othello.
3. G. Wilson Knight, "The Othello Music," in The Wheel ofFire: Interpretation of
Shakespeare's Tragedy (1949; reprint, Cleveland: World Publishing Co., 1957), 97n9, represents well this usual approach: "Othello, Desdemona, Iago, however, are
clearly and vividly separate. All here - but Iago - are solid, concrete. Contrast is
raised to its highest pitch. Othello is statuesque, Desdemona most concretely human and individual, Iago, if not human or in any usual sense 'realistic,' is quite
unique .... Interpretation must be based not on unity but differentiation" (105).
Also see G. R. Elliott, Flaming Minister: A Study of"Othello"(1952; reprint, New
York: AMS Press, 1965), xxx, passim; Gayle Greene, '"But Words Are Words':
Shakespeare's Sense of Language in Othello," Etudes anglaises 34 (1981): 271; and James
C. Bulman, The Heroic Idiom of Shakespearean Tragedy (Newark: University of
Delaware Press, 1985), m-13. For a denial that "Iago and Othello - and even
Desdemona, too - [are complementary] facets of a single character," see Marvin
Rosenberg, The Masks of "Othello" (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1961),
23r38.
4. Quotations of Shakespearean drama refer to The Riverside Shakespeare, ed.
G. Blakemore Evans (Boston: Houghton Miffiin, 1974). In "Love's Reason in
Othello," SEL: I500-I900 15 (1975): 293-308, E. K. Weedin, Jr., characterizes Iago's
idea of a natural balance between reason and sensuality as Machiavellian (298-99).
5. Like Samuel Taylor Coleridge (whom he quotes for confirmation of his opinion), A. C. Bradley believes that Desdemona's choice of a husband '"argues for a
disproportionateness, a want of balance, in Desdemona, which Shakespeare does
not appear to have in the least contemplated"' (Shakespearean Tragedy [1904; reprint, Cleveland: World Publishing Co., 1955), 164). Coleridge and Bradley thus
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6. And yet, as Iago's idea of woman reveals, the ensign's deepest instinct is for
disharmony and indecorum; in Iago's opinion, wives are "pictures out a' doors, /
Bells in your parlors, wild-cats in your kitchens, / Saints in your injuries, devils
being offended, / Players in your huswifery, and huswives in your beds" (2.1.10912). "You rise to play, and go to bed to work" (2.1.n5), Iago says facetiously yet in
accord with his veiled misogyny. Iago's and Brabantio's notion of a nature creating
or reasserting matching likenesses requires both refinement and qualification. An
important idea in All's Well That Ends Well challenges their assumption that
natural likenesses must be physically and temperamentally identical. In that dark
I.
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comedy, Helena says, in regard to her love for Bertram, "The mightiest space in
fortune nature brings/ To join like likes, and kiss like native things" (All'sr.1.22223). This natural dynamic clarifies both Helena's perplexing journey to Florence
and guileful Bertram's eventual marriage with a duplicitous woman who proves
herself his like in at least one sense. (See my article, "All's Well That Ends Well and
the Triumph of the Word," Texas Studies in Literature and Language 30 [1988]: 401) .
Nonetheless, in the final analysis, Helena and Bertram strike the playgoer as one of
the most unlike romantic couples in Shakespearean comedy- or Western drama
for that matter. The lesson ofAll's Well illuminates Othello; the notion of Desdemona
and Othello's likeness is neither simple nor superficially duplicative.
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Silence," Shakespeare f2!!:arterly 38 (1987): 275-92, esp. 277-81, 285-90. Grennan
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9. See Ibid., 138-43.
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11. Capulet anticipates Brabantio's view when he says, concerning Juliet's reluctance to wed Paris,
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• (Rom. 3.5.176-85)
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And most desire should meet the blow of justice" (Meas. 2.2.29-30) Isabella asserts, later lamenting that "This night's the time/ That I should do what I abhor
to name" (3.1.100-101). However, even as Isabella quickly imagines and agrees to
the bed trick that she abhors to name, Desdemona says the word she abhors to
say.
18. In "The Racial Factor in Othello," Shakespeare Studies 5 (1969): 124-40, K. W.
Evans remarks that "as a wooer, [Othello] entranced himself no less than Desdemona
with fabulous tales of Anthropophagi and other African wonders, and with a moving
account of his enslavement and of many perils overcome in a glorious past" {137).
19. See Derick R. C. Marsh, Passion Lends Them Power: A Study of Shakespeare's
Love Tragedies (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1976), 93.
20. For Desdemona and Othello as one married flesh, consult Arthur Kirsch,
Shakespeare and the Experience ofLove {Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1981), 10-39, esp. 10-14, 24-26, 32-35. In a final reading, Desdemona's utterance
"Nobody; I myself" unknowingly names all three principals of the play as bearing
responsibility for her death - Othello ("Nobody"), Iago ("I") , and herself
("myself").
21. Rosalind King, "Black Vesper's Pageants: Emblems of Tragic Stagecraft in
Shakespeare," Shakespearian Tragedy, ed. Malcolm Bradbury and David Palmer,
Stratford-upon-Avon Studies, no. 20 (London: Edward Arnold, 1984), 94.

122

OTHELLO

22. The Dialogues ofPlato, trans. Benjamin Jowett (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1953),
1:520-25.
23. Irving Ribner, Patterns of Shakespearian Tragedy (London: Methuen, 1960),
105-6; and John Holloway, The Story ofthe Night: Studies in Shakespeare's Major
Tragedies (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1961), 46-47.
24- The basic study oflago and Othello's complementarity remains Robert Rogers,
"Endopsychic Drama in Othello," Shakespearefh!:arterly 20 (1969): 205-15. Rogers
chronicles the pre-1969 critical history of the idea that Iago and Othello are "two
inseparable components of a single psychological configuration" (207-8). Also see
Kenneth Burke," Othello: An Essay to Illustrate a Method," Hudson Review 4 (1951):
196, 202; Brents Stirling, Unity in Shakespearian Tragedy (New York: Columbia
University Press, 1956), n6-17, 122-23; F. R. Leavis, "Diabolic Intellect and the
Noble Moor; or, The Sentimentalist's Othello, " in The Common Pursuit (1952;
reprint, Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1962), 140-41; Matthew N. Proser, The Heroic Image in Five Shakespearean Tragedies (Princeton: Princeton University Press,
1965), IOI, m-13, 132-33; Stephen Rogers, "Othello: Comedy in Reverse," Shakespeare
fh!:arterly 24 (1973): 210-20; and Carol McGinnis Kay, "Othello's Need for Mirrors," Shakespeare fh!:arterly 34 (1983): 261-70, esp. 264-67.
25. Heilman, 226.
26. For the view that homosexual overtones in the play ought to be downplayed
or ignored altogether, see Rosenberg, 158-59, 181-83. Rosenberg's view derives from
the theatrical failure of Sir Laurence Olivier's interpretation oflago as latent homosexual (the gayness of Iago-as-vice obscured the gayness of Iago-as-latent-homosexual). Critics (by far the majority) finding validity in the homosexual origins of
Iago's jealousy include Hunter, 135; Proser, 126-27; Robert Rogers, 206, 212; Leslie
Fiedler, The Stranger in Shakespeare (New York: Stein & Day, 1973), 152-53; and
Martin Wangh, "Othello: The Tragedy oflago," Psychoanalyticfh!:arterly19 (1950):
202-12, esp. 203.
27. The parody is explained by John N. Wall, "Shakespeare's Aural Art: The
Metaphor of the Ear in Othello," Shakespearefh!:arterly30 (1979): 361-62. Wall notes
that Iago and Othello, through imagery of tongue and ear, act out a perversion of
conception and birth, with Iago in the role of male aggressor and Othello in that of
passive female until the monster jealousy gains shape and reality. Immorally, this
perverse conception and birth takes place before the mates pledge their troth in their
travesty of the wedding ceremony. In "Language, Sexual Conflict and 'Symbiosis
Anxiety' in Othello," Mosaic15 (1982): 17-26, Randolph Splitter offers another view
oflago's sexual "impregnation" of Othello (24).
28. Kay asserts that "the mirror image of the two kneeling revengers facing each
other literalizes the symbiotic nature of the psychological bond established between them" (267).
29. For an alternative explanation oflago' s final silence (that he J esuitically exerts
his will a final time), see Daniel Stempel, 'The Silence of Iago," PMLA 84 (1969):
252-63.

123

MAURICE HUNT

30. Margaret Loftus Ranald has demonstrated that Iago's portrait of the good wife
owes much to the dictates of Renaissance conduct and courtesy books. See "The
Indiscretions of Desdemona," Shakespearefb:±arterly 14 (1963): 12y-39, esp. 128-32.
31. The qualifications of Emilia's character call into question Carol Thomas Neely's
claim that Emilia is the most admirable character in Othello. See "Women and Men
in Othello: 'what should such a fool / do with so good a woman?"' Shakespeare
Studies IO (1977): 133-58, esp. 134, 140, 145.
32. The similarity of Emilia's complaint in both form and content to that of Shylock
in The Merchant of Venice (3.1.58-73) has been noted by many critics, including
Fiedler, 167; and Grennan, 281.
33. Heilman identifies dramatic imagery of the tongue as an important synecdoche for Emilia (235).
34. The only critic to associate Desdemona and Bianca is Jane Adamson, "Othello"
as Tragedy: Some Problems ofjudgment and Feeling(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1980), 242-44. In "Othello and the Motive-Hunters," in Shakespeare
and the Revolution ofthe Times (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1976), Harry Levin
takes the contrary view that Desdemona and Bianca are opposites rather than
complements (157- 58) .
35. Heilman notes several shared character traits and attitudes of Othello and Cassio,
all serving to make the Florentine in this critic's opinion "a lesser Othello" (180). For
more on Cassio as Othello's mirror image, see Eileen Z . Cohen, "Mirror ofVirtue:
The Role of Cassio in Othello," English Studies 57 (1976): 115-27.
36. For an excellent account of how Cassio regards his self-captivating rhetoric of
Desdemona's divine beauty and grace as a fact (the coincidence of res and verba), see
Antoinette B. Dauber, "Allegory and Irony in Othello," Shakespeare Survey 40 (1987):
12r33, esp. 12r25. In "Rereading Othello, II, i," Kenyon Review, n .s., 7.3 (1985): 44-51,
Kezia V . Sproat characterizes Cassia's rhapsody at 2.1.67-74 as negative rhetoric (48).
37. Iago's word "huswife" refers to Bianca as a "hussy"; nevertheless, the term in
this context retains overtones of its primary meaning - "housewife. " Iago cannot
divorce the idea of Emilia's adultery with Cassio from his present portrait of Cassia's
whore.
38. This insight is confirmed by Catherine M. Shaw, '"Dangerous Conceits Are in
Their Natures Poisons': The Language of Othello," University ofTorontofb:±arterly
40 (1979-80): 315.
39. Cassia's flaws of character, especially his effete manliness and naive romanticism, have been detailed by Siegel, 13r36; and by S. N. Garner, "Shakespeare's
Desdemona," Shakespeare Studies 9 (1976): 242-43.
40. Edward A. Snow explains the complexity of Othello's idea of Desdemona's
whorishness in "Sexual Anxiety and the Male Order of Things in Othello," English
Literary Renaissance IO (1980): 384-412, esp. 396-400.
41. Desdemona and Bianca are also linked by the element of sensuality in their
qualitative romantic love. Bianca's sensuality scarcely needs remarking; Heilman,
173, and Garner, 233-34, 248-49, illuminate Desdemona's sensual nature.

124

OTHELLO

42. King James's merger of Augustan imperialism and a magnificent, absolute

Roman style of rule with secretive acts of policy is suggested by Jonathan Goldberg,
James I and the Politics of Literature: Jonson, Shakespeare, Donne, and Their Contemporaries (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1983), 43-47, 235. Also see
my article, '"Violent'st' Complementarity: The Double Warriors of Coriolanus,"
forthcoming in Studies in English Literature 31 (1991).
43. For the classical virtues of the "Roman" Othello, see Ruth Levitsky, "All-inAll Sufficiency in Othello," Shakespeare Studies 6 (1970): 215-19.

